Looking Backward and Forward - by Louise Lautier Owens 

Both history and future are rich in Savannah, GA, where the 
American Missionary Association unites education, church, and 
African American culture. Two faces characterize Janus, the 
Roman god: one face looking east, one west. One face is seen by 
those entering the doorway of the temple and one is seen by those 
leaving. 

Saturday afternoon, May 15, 2010, was a time for looking backward and forward at the Beach Institute 
African American Culture Center. At an open house marking resumption of regular programming after 
nearly two years of offerings limited by construction, the audience was led to look backward to the 
formative years of the King-Tisdell Cottage Foundation, which operates Beach Institute. Dr. Annette K. 
Brock, chairwoman of the Board of Directors, paid tribute to the many persons who made significant 
contributions of time, talent and treasure to its development. 

The audience was led further backward to 1867 when teachers from 
the American Missionary Association (AMA) came to Savannah and 
established the school for newly freed slaves. Two years later, in 
1869, citizens of color in Savannah, along with members of the 
Plymouth Congregational Church in Charleston, SC and teachers of 
the Beach Institute, founded the "First Church" in Savannah. For two 
years, the church met in the basement of the school. Thus began 
their almost symbiotic relationship. 



Today, 141 years later, a 4-foot by 6-foot panorama installed inside 
the main entrance to the garden floor of Beach Institute depicts the connection between the school and 
First Congregational Church. This panorama was created for the May 2010 re-opening. It presents a 
timeline with narrative and pictures of milestones and personalities in the Church's history from 1869 - 
1919. (In the latter year, the school became part of the Chatham County educational system.) 

Church members Dorothy DeVillars, Helen Washington and Dr. Clyde Hall, chairperson, brought the 
timeline to completion especially for the re-opening. A copy of the panorama also greets visitors to the 
Madeline V. Hannar Fellowship hall at First Church. With both Beach Institute and First Congregational 
Church showcasing the same display, their institutional lives continue to be intertwined. 

Additionally, the "AMA Board Room," also on the garden floor, is a tribute to the early teachers at 
Beach. Louise Lautier Owens, member of First Church and former Beach Institute board member, 
named the room. She chose to honor the American Missionary Association for its place in Beach 
Institute history. In the AMA Board Room, a picture of Joseph Cinque, leader of fifty-five mutineers on 
the schooner LaAmistad, takes visitors back to the seminal event underlying the formation of the 
American Missionary Association itself. 





Looking either backward or forward, from the founding of Beach Institute and First Congregational 
Church, there are myriad incidents and situations worthy of review and remembrance. The panorama 
and the AMA Board Room represent only two backward/forward views of UCC history in Savannah, 
Georgia. 

Louise Lautier Owens is a member of the First Congregational UCC, Savannah, GA and a member of the 
Savannah TAP Group 

Visit the King-Tisdell Cottage Foundation website for further information: 
http://www.kingtisdell.org/beachinst.html . 



